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With barely a month to go before the US emits its annual ruling on whether Colombia is cooperating
in anti-drug efforts, relations between the two countries are once again in the cellar. While the
relationship has been on a roller coaster for months, signs were pointing toward an improvement.
However, recent events in Colombia, particularly the light sentences given to two Cali drug cartel
bosses and the appointment of a new defense minister with reputed links to drug trafficking, have
seriously diminished Colombia's chances of reversing last year's denial of US certification. Last
March, US President Bill Clinton refused to certify that Colombia was "fully cooperating" with the
US in its war on drugs. Certification, a yearly prize given by the US to countries that play by its
rules, is often heavily influenced by political considerations, in addition to the objective evaluation
of developments regarding anti-drug policies (see NotiSur, 03/08/96).
Although decertification carries the possibility of trade sanctions, such sanctions were not applied
to Colombia last year. Should another negative evaluation be given, however, the latent threats for
economic sanctions during 1996 could well become a reality in 1997. The US is Colombia's main
trading partner, the largest foreign investor, a crucial source of military equipment, and a provider
of relevant technology. "Sanctions would be fatal," said Juan Carlos Ramirez, director of Colombia's
National Department of Planning. "They would affect the fiscal balance, growth, trade flows,
capital, and investment." Reflecting a general feeling in President Ernesto Samper's administration,
Ramirez said sanctions "would be unfair because the country has already paid a high price for drug
trafficking, which is an international problem."
Last year's decision to deny certification demonstrated the Clinton administration's extreme
displeasure at evidence that Samper's election campaign was financed with millions of dollars
from the Cali cartel (see NotiSur, 02/17/95 and 09/22/95). Following decertification, members of the
Samper administration devoted considerable energy to improving the situation before the 1997
certification rolled around. Colombia law to seize illicit assets a positive step Relations improved
noticeably last December when the Colombian Congress passed new laws increasing sentences for
convicted drug dealers and authorizing the confiscation of their assets (see NotiSur, 12/20/96), even
though US efforts to reinstate an extradition treaty were still unsuccessful.
The amount of assets that could potentially be confiscated is staggering. Colombian Justice Minister
Carlos Medellin, who has investigated the wealth of drug lords with an eye on enforcing the
confiscation law, said, "While no official studies are available, I estimate their assets in Colombia at
about US$50 billion." That amounts to twice Colombia's foreign debt and five times the country's
foreign reserves. The estimated assets include some 4.4 million hectares of Colombia's best land and
US$500 million in various properties that have already been seized by law enforcement agencies
in recent years. With renewed confidence, in early January, Foreign Minister Maria Emma Mejia
expressed the hope that this year would see an improvement in the diplomatic, commercial,
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and political relations between the US and Colombia. US Ambassador Myles Frechette said
his government was favorably impressed with the achievements in the war on drugs resulting
from the "teamwork" of Mejia, Defense Minister Juan Esguerra, and Justice Minister Medellin.
"We recognize the excellent work and cooperation of Colombia in this area," said Frechette in
Bogota as he presented Colombia with six UH-1H "Huey" helicopters to be used in anti-drug
operations. Frechette said he had already sent Washington his annual report, adding, "At the
moment cooperation with Colombia is excellent. The dialogue is much fuller and more friendly than
it was some time ago."

Light prison sentences pose new problems
Despite Frechette's glowing praise, within days optimism plunged after a Cali judge sentenced
cartel bosses Miguel and Gilberto Rodriguez Orejuela to nine and 10-years, respectively, meaning
they could go free in as little as five years. Robert Gelbard, the assistant secretary of state for
international narcotics matters, whose office spearheaded the drive last year to decertify Colombia,
said the Samper administration and the Colombian Congress have "consistently and persistently"
ignored US warnings that drug lords are undermining Colombia's democracy. "We are aware that
the president of Colombia has been corrupted by the Cali cartel as well as a significant number of
their Congress and members of their judiciary," Gelbard said. "It's an enormous tragedy to see how
criminal corruption has resulted in a serious degradation of democracy in Colombia."
Ambassador Frechette quickly reversed his earlier praise. He said Colombia was doing little to
stop corruption and said the government would be wise to stiffen penalties for drug traffickers and
money launderers and sign a maritime interdiction accord if it hopes to avoid US sanctions. The
maritime accord would allow the US to arrest Colombian drug traffickers at sea before they leave
Colombian waters. Following on the heels of the controversial sentences, yet another drug-related
scandal erupted regarding Samper's nominee for defense minister, Guillermo Alberto Gonzalez.
Samper stood behind the nomination, despite evidence that Gonzalez has ties to fugitive drug
trafficker Justo Pastor Perafan. "It would be strange now for the government to pay attention to
unfounded rumors and change the appointment," said Samper.
Gonzalez replaces Esguerra, a man widely viewed as a close ally of the US who has been reassigned
as Colombia's ambassador to Washington. Shortly after assuming his new position, Esguerra
criticized the light sentences given to the Rodriguez Orejuela brothers as a "serious blow against
the possibilities for the certification that Colombia is seeking". As anger boiled in Washington
following the "outrageously small" jail terms given to the two Cali leaders, opposition in Colombia
to the controversial issue of extradition seemed to drop slightly. Two key voices army chief Gen.
Manuel Bonett and Foreign Minister Mejia called for the renewal of extradition of drug lords. The
Colombian Congress returns in February and a bill on extradition, which was tabled last fall, is
expected to be introduced again when the new session convenes.
Nevertheless, harsh US reaction to events in Colombia always brings a nationalistic counteraction.
Mejia sent a strongly worded three-page letter to the Clinton administration's drug czar, Barry
McCaffrey, in which she said the US needs to respect judicial decisions in Colombia and accept,
whether it agrees or not, that Samper has been exonerated from the charges that drug cartels
financed his election campaign. On Jan. 22, Samper urged Colombians not to overreact to matters
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such as certification. "No country has the right to certify the conduct of another," said Samper.
"Colombia knows what it has to do in delicate matters such as the fight against drugs, and we will
continue doing it." (Sources: United Press International, 01/13/97; The New York Times, 01/18/97;
Associated Press, 01/19/97; The Miami Herald, 01/20/97, 01/21/97; Inter Press Service, 12/29/96,
01/09/97, 01/22/97; Spanish news service EFE, 01/06/97, 01/13/97, 01/21/97, 01/22/97; Reuter, 01/17/97,
01/21/97, 01/22/97)
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